ECONOMIC DISTANCE BETWEEN
NATIONS : ITS ORIGIN, MEASUREMENT
AND OUTLOOK*
throughout the ages most of mankind has spent most of its
energy making a living—finding food, clothing and shelter.
The economic problem was the nucleus of all its activities. Poverty
and squalor were the lot of most people. Economic inequality
was an issue that always excited the most sensitive minds. The
quest for economic equality formed the fountain-head of all
shades of religious, philosophical, social and political speculation.
Over the last century, however, the per capita real income in the
countries now called industrially advanced has risen seven-to
ten-fold. In the process the age-old affliction of poverty was swept
away from the centre to the fringe. Domestic inequality could
no longer remain the battle-cry of social change in these countries.
A different type of inequality has now slowly impressed itself
upon the conscience of advanced thinkers—the vast gap in levels
of living that divides rich and poor countries of the world. Shrink-
ing distances and increasing knowledge about other peoples
have contributed to its rapid recognition. It has been characterised
as "the most important and fateful fact in the world today."1
Now, on the second centenary of Adam Smith's advocacy of
laissez-faire, nearly every country is planning to chart consciously
the course of its development. Literature on economic growth
has mushroomed. Economic models, often built on fragile founda-
tions, have multiplied. Empirical research has delved into the
lumber-rooms of the economic history of industrial nations in
search of the master-key* And yet, the economic distance between
the rich and the poor countries has continued to lengthen.
Some of the simplest, but obviously the most crucial questions
concerning this economic distance still remain to be answered :
When did it evolve ? How long did the process take ? How large
* Reprinted from the Economic Journal, Vol. LXXIV, March 1964.
1 Address by Adlai E. Stevenson, while receiving the Honorary Degree of
Doctorate of Literature from McGill University ; see New York Times, May
30, 1959.
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